The Safety Catch
John for a few seconds with a face as round and pink and solemn,
and eyes as wide and blue as a baby's. Then a chuckle escaped his
lips; the chuckle became a laugh, and the laugh a roar, and the roar
a hopeless gurgling. He stopped for breath, renewed the thought of
the jest and began again, peal upon peal. John's face turned red and
took on an extremely ugly expression. Mr. Shroud, who for a while
had looked solemnly on at his friend's mirth, began to shake a little,
and then to laugh gratingly. He pulled at his moustache, grinned,
chuckled and finally roared as heartily and much more loudly than
Mr. Dammering. John clenched his fists and looked angrily from
one to the other. Then he glanced down at Celia, to make contact
with sanity. But to his horror, she was shaking with silent laughter
and dabbing her eyejs with her handkerchief. She looked up at John,
her eyes swimming with tears of suppressed merriment, and saw his
expression.
"I'm sorry," she said. "I cant help it."
A yelp from her father and a roar from Mr. Shroud set her off
again. The thread of sanity was snapped. The door opened and
Mrs. Dammering appeared with a tray bearing coffee and biscuits.
She stared, smiled, walked over to the table and put down the tray.
"Well," she said, surveying the group. "What's the joke?"
This simple question appeared to add fuel to laughter. John
clenched his teeth, put back his head, raised his fists, and ejecting
the words like bullets, yelled, "Stop it!"
This had, though not instantaneously, the desired effect. The
noise died away to an occasional gasp aad sob. Mrs. Dammering
poured out and handed round coffee. John indignantly declined his.
Mr. Dammering wiped his eyes.
"That's the best laugh f ve had in years," he said appreciatively.
"And I've never seen you laugh so much, Corny."
He sipped his coffee and his shoulders gave a last shake.
"Laughter," observed Mr. Shroud, "is a tonic, due to the fact
that the lungs get an unaccustomed brushing with air, and the whole
system is braced up by the experience. I must say I enjoyed that.
Yes/' He raised his cup to his hostess. "I must also say die coffee is
especially delicious to-night, Mrs. Dammeriag/'